SOUTHERN EUROPE

SOUTHERN EUROPE lies nearest to the older cultural centers of Asia
and Africa, and it is not surprising that it became the home of the
earliest European civilizations. Great centers such as Krete, Greece,
Roma and Istanbul (Constantinople) arose and spread their cultures
throughout the basins of the Mediterranean and its tributary seas.
From these areas civilization passed to northern Europe and spread
overseas to every land.

The physical environment was such as to favor the growth of early
civilizations. The mild temperatures and winter rains, so typical of
much of the region, simplified the problems of living and enabled the
people to develop a surplus, and thus secure the leisure necessary to
cultural advance. The complex relief of the south isolated and pro-
tected the limited areas of level land, so that each could be free to de-
velop its own culture and could achieve a considerable amount of
cultural individuality. At the same time the Mediterranean and the
neighboring seas provided water highways over which the ships of
the Phoenicians, Greeks and Romans carried the cultural and economic
contributions of each center to other parts of the region.

The civilizations of the south rose quickly and frequently achieved
great heights, but they were short-lived and declined rapidly. This de-
cline was due in part to the dense and rapidly growing population,
which soon taxed the capacity of the scattered plains to provide food
and consequently led to a lowering of the standards of living. The
climate also lacked the stimulation essential to continued effort, and
wars and disease sapped the strength of the people, The region was
therefore unable to retain its leadership, and the center of civilization
shifted to northwestern Europe.

Today southern Europe is mostly a land of backward peasants
who laboriously and intensively till their tiny fields, but because of their
antiquated methods they reap little from their effort. An inadequate
supply of such essential raw materials as coal, iron and timber has
handicapped industry, and today Italy is the only nation in which mod-
ern manufacturing is important. Although the Mediterranean was once
the center of European navigation and commerce, the shifting of trade
routes and the declining standards of the population have caused com-
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